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Hindus, whose greatest ambition is to die on its shores and for
their ashes to be cast into the arms of Mother Ganga.
From its source at Gaumukh in the Mountains of Garhwal in
the north to the delta in the Bay of Bengal, the river and its
banks are holy ground. Where it emerges from the hills at
Hardwar is amongst the holiest; here takes place, every twelfth
year, apart from other festivals, the celebrated Kumbh Mela,
when the planet Jupiter is in the sign Aquarius (Kumbh), an
occasion regarded by Hindus as one of the utmost sanctity.
The main object of attraction to the pilgrims is the bathing-
ghat, or stone stairway, some sixty steps, one hundred feet in
width. At the moment judged propitious by the Brahmins, it
is the ambition of each to be first in the holy river, for not
only will it cleanse them from all unrighteousness, but is a
passport to Valhalla, or the Hindu paradise.
Apart from the immense concourse of people there are
numberless fakirs, or religious beggars, who practise every
form of penance and self-torture to attain salvation. There are
those who strip and expose themselves to the sun, surrounded
by blazing fires, others who for years have held their arms aloft
until by prolonged tension they are unable to resume the
normal position.
Beyond the Ganges lies the same flat country, and as we
approach Purnea the land becomes less desolate; the roads arc
wider, with trees on either side, and more cultivation. From the
railway-station there extends an ample road which leads us to
the large and shady bungalow we are to make our home for
the next few weeks.
So we come to Purnea, and with its attractions and the part
it played in the life and well-being of the expedition, we shall
deal in another chapter.
Satisfied that all was in order and ready for the arrival of
the main body of the expedition on 22nd March, Etherton set
out for Nepal, which he would reach through Raxaul about
200 miles to the north-west of Purnea.
The object and import of this journey will now be apparent
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